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current 
activity 
Tables 1 and 2 report the 
most recent results of the busi-
ness outlook survey. Respons-
es are from 79 area businesses 
that returned the recent mail-
ing in time to be included in 
the report. Participating firms 
are representative of the di-
verse collection of businesses 
in the St. Cloud area. They 
include retail, manufacturing, 
construction, financial, health 
services and government en-
terprises both small and large. 
Survey responses are strictly 
confidential. Written and oral 
comments have not been at-
tributed to individual firms.  
Survey responses from 
Table 1 reflect normal sea-
sonal weakness that occurs 
each winter. Taken as a whole, 
these responses are probably 
the strongest we have seen in 
the current conditions survey 
since February 2005. The dif-
fusion index on current busi-
ness activity is 16.4, about the 
same as its 19.0 value one year 
ago and much improved from 
its low value of -30.5 in Febru-
ary 2009 (when the local econ-
omy was in a deep recession). 
A diffusion index represents 
the percentage of respondents 
indicating an increase minus 
the percentage indicating a 
decrease in any given quarter. 
For any given item, a posi-
tive index usually indicates 
expanding activity, while a 
executive 
summary
Revised labor market data 
indicate that 2011 employ-
ment was much stronger than 
initially reported in the 
St. Cloud area. Combined with 
continuing optimism from 
area businesses, the improved 
performance of the area labor 
market suggests a brighten-
ing economic outlook for 
2012.  
Local employment grew 
by 2.1 percent over the year 
ending January 2012 as 
nearly every portion of the 
area economy experienced 
reported job growth. Led by 
a 10.4 percent increase in 
professional and business ser-
vices employment, the area 
private sector grew at twice 
the rate observed for the 
state as a whole. Employment 
numbers in area manufactur-
ing, construction, and trade, 
transportation and utilities 
sectors were much improved 
from what has been seen in 
recent quarters. A 4.3 percent 
decline in area government 
sector employment was one 
of the few dark clouds in the 
area labor market over the 
past 12 months. 
With this month’s substan-
tial data revisions, area pri-
vate sector employment is 
now only 2,900 below January 
2007 employment (which was 
the highest ever recorded in 
the first month of the year). 
One year ago, area private 
sector employment stood 
5,600 below the January 2007 
employment level. The Janu-
ary 2012 local unemployment 
rate was 6.7 percent, one 
percentage point below the 
reading one year ago. By com-
parison, the St. Cloud area un-
employment rate in January 
2009 and January 2010 was 9.2 
percent.  
The six-month moving aver-
age of the St. Cloud Index of 
Leading Economic Indicators 
fell last quarter (see accom-
panying graph), though it 
remains well above year-ago 
levels. In addition, the Prob-
ability of Recession Index 
declined sharply at the end 
of 2011, suggesting we are no 
longer at a very high risk of 
experiencing local recession 
over the next several months. 
Forty-one percent of 79 
surveyed firms experienced 
improved activity over the 
past three months, while 24 
percent reported decreased 
activity. This is similar to 
what was experienced one 
year ago and is among the 
best performances we have 
seen on our winter survey for 
several years. In addition, 
the labor market indicators 
on employment and difficulty 
attracting qualified work-
ers in the current conditions 
survey are the best readings 
in several years. The national 
business activity current 
conditions index is now at its 
highest level since July 2004. 
The current prices received 
index continues to show little 
evidence of accelerating pric-
ing pressures.
Firms’ outlook over the next 
six months has improved sub-
stantially over the past quar-
ter. Seventy-one percent of 
firms expect improved condi-
tions over the next six months 
while only 5 percent expect 
weaker conditions by August 
2012. The future conditions 
indexes on employment, com-
pensation of employees and 
difficulty attracting qualified 
workers also are the best re-
corded results since the 2005-
07 period.  
In special questions, 48 per-
cent of companies think build-
ing an aquatic community 
center is either a “low prior-
ity” or “not a priority.” Thirty 
percent of respondents think 
this is a “medium priority” 
and only 8 percent think it is a 
“high priority.” Assuming an 
aquatic community center is 
built, only 20 percent think it 
is important that it be located 
in downtown St. Cloud. Sixty-
one percent of respondents 
think locating it in downtown 
St. Cloud is not important.
In a separate special ques-
tion, 39 percent of surveyed 
firms indicate that their cur-
rent employment levels are at 
or beyond the levels of 2007 
(before the local recession). 
Another 11 percent of sur-
veyed firms expect to return 
to 2007 levels of employment 
later this year. However, as 
an indication of the struc-
tural challenges in the local 
labor market, 29 percent of 
firms say it will take several 
years for them to get back 
to prerecession employment 
levels and 14 percent expect 
to never return to the level of 
employment experienced five 
years ago.
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TABLE 1-CURRENT 
BUSINESS CONDITIONS
February 2012 vs. three months ago November 2011 
Diusion Index3Decrease (%) No Change (%) Increase (%) Diusion Index3
What is your evaluation of:
Level of  business activity 
for your company
24.1 35.4 40.5 16.4 19.8
Number of  employees 
on your company’s payroll
17.7 55.7 26.6 18.4
Length of  the workweek
for your employees
15.2 68.4 15.2 0 14.5
Capital expenditures (equipment, 
machinery, structures, etc.) 
by your company
8.9 67.1 22.8 13.9 19.8
Employee compensation (wages 
and benets) by your company
2.5 64.6 32.9 30.4 34.2
Prices received for 
your company’s products 11.4 68.4 17.7 6.3 2.6
National business activity 5.1 49.4 36.7 31.6 14.5
Your company’s diculty 
attracting qualied workers 1.3 78.5 20.3 19.0 19.8
8.9
Notes: (1)  Reported numbers are percentages of  businesses surveyed. (2)  Rows may not sum to 100 because of  “not applicable” and omitted responses. (3)  Diusion indexes represent the 
percentage of  respondents indicating an increase minus the percentage indicating a decrease. A positive diusion index is generally consistent with economic expansion.
Source: St. Cloud State University Center for Economic Education, Social Science Research Institute and Department of  Economics
Continued on Page 2F
King Banaian specializes in ana-
lyzing data and writing about it in 
the second portion of this report. 
In addition to his work as an 
economics professor, he serves 
in the Minnesota House of Rep-
resentatives. Rich MacDonald 
collects and analyzes responses 
to the St. Cloud Area Business 
Outlook Survey, covered in an 
early portion of the report. Only 
MacDonald has access to the 
confidential list of surveyed busi-
nesses and the returned surveys. 
Questions about the survey can 
be directed to him. Special ques-
tions asked in the survey may at 
times deal with public policy but 
do not reflect a political agenda 
of either of the authors. 
about the authors
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the St. Cloud area Quarterly 
Business Report has been 
produced four times each 
year since January 1999. 
Electronic access to all past 
editions of QBR is available 
at http://repository.stcloud 
state.edu/scqbr/.
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negative index implies 
declining conditions. 
At a value of 8.9, the 
current employment in-
dex is the highest record-
ed in several years. In-
deed, the winter current 
conditions employment 
index is often negative. 
The difficulty attracting 
qualified workers and 
employee compensation 
indexes also are much 
improved from last win-
ter’s survey. One area 
of weakness is in prices 
received. With an index 
value of 6.3, prices re-
ceived by area business-
es are basically flat. One 
year ago, the prices re-
ceived index was higher 
at 13.7. Pricing pressures 
do appear to have moder-
ated (notwithstanding 
the recent rise of gas 
prices) and area firms 
have not had an extended 
period in which they 
had substantial pricing 
power since 2006. 
The item in Table 1 
that shows the most 
strength in this quarter’s 
survey is the national 
business activity index. 
As indicated in the ac-
companying figure, 
this is the best result 
for this index since the 
Summer 2004 survey. 
This is a hopeful sign 
that area businesses 
believe that the risk of 
national recession has 
moderated over the past 
few months. The per-
formance of this survey 
item seems to be con-
sistent with the current 
readings of the St. Cloud 
Probability of Recession 
Index discussed later in 
this report. 
As always, firms were 
asked to report any fac-
tors that are affecting 
their business. 
These comments include:
• New housing contin-
ues to be in the dol-
drums.
• Need to get the 
price of gas down. 
This is causing a big 
problem in consumer 
confidence, and cost to 
build and deliver goods 
in our industry.
• Government regu-
lation, interference 
and complete lack of 
understanding of our 
business continues to 
be an issue.
• With unemployment 
high, demand for our 
product … remains de-
pressed.
• We feel economic 
uncertainty and other 
factors like govern-
mental requirements 
and controls are damp-
ing our industry’s re-
covery.
• The 1 percent sales 
tax is hurting business-
es that rent from us.
• Real estate taxes are 
very high!
• Generally slow econ-
omy.
• Same problem of 
finding qualified work-
ers.
• Local government 
agencies and employ-
ees that think we work 
for them. 
• We must see contin-
ued investment in capi-
tal equipment in order 
for us to experience 
long-term growth. 
• Government regula-
tions.
• As a business with 
multiple locations 
throughout Central 
Minnesota, I’m amazed 
at the varying levels 
of economic activity 
within 100 miles of 
St. Cloud.
• We are concerned 
about the national 
political situation and 
the related health care 
issues that may be on 
the horizon. 
• Summer is always 
our slower season, so 
we will see what hap-
pens. If Sartell sticks 
with its decision to 
cancel spring break, it 
will affect our winter 
sales next year. 
• Raising gas and die-
sel prices will trim our 
growth this year.
• We are a construction 
company, so as a result 
we tend to be slower 
this time of year. When 
new construction 
comes back to previ-
ous levels, our winters 
(will be) better than 
now with the economic 
downturn.
• National deficit will 
impact business into 
the future. 
• Since we do primar-
ily political telemar-
keting and fundraising, 
2012 will be a good 
year.
• As the economy im-
proves, we are hoping 
for more interest in 
and sales of our train-
ing courses.
• How about some air-
planes at our airport?
• We are in the real es-
tate sector. This sector 
is a slow-responding 
sector compared to 
the economic rebound 
seen in other areas. 
Things are still slow.
future 
outlook
Table 2 reports the 
outlook for area busi-
nesses. The index on 
future overall business 
activity is the best out-
look recorded in the 
winter survey since 
2005. While this index is 
always seasonally strong 
in the winter survey, 
this quarter’s reading 
is exceptionally strong. 
The index on future em-
ployment is similarly 
favorable. With 44 per-
cent of surveyed firms 
expecting to increase 
hiring over the next six 
months and 5 percent 
expecting a decrease 
in employment, the 
outlook for area work-
ers is the best we have 
seen in several years. 
These results are quali-
tatively consistent with 
the recently released 
Manpower Employment 
Outlook Survey released 
by the ManpowerGroup. 
The results of the Man-
power survey are not 
strictly comparable to 
those found in Table 2 
because they relate to 
the employment outlook 
in the second quarter of 
2012 (the St. Cloud Area 
Business Outlook Survey 
measures the outlook 
for August 2012 — in the 
third quarter). Nonethe-
less the hiring outlook 
looks favorable in both 
surveys. For example, 
the Manpower future 
employment index for 
Minneapolis firms is 13, 
with 19 percent of sur-
veyed firms expecting to 
increase staff levels in 
the second quarter and 
only 6 percent of firms 
planning to reduce staff-
ing. 
The index on future 
employee compensation 
is the highest recorded 
since November 2007. 
Wages and salaries for 
area workers have grad-
ually rebounded as the 
area economic recovery 
has evolved. At a value 
of 40.5, the employee 
compensation index is 
much improved from 
a low of 10.3 in August 
2009. Firms continue to 
expect increased diffi-
culty attracting qualified 
workers over the next 
six months. As shown 
in the accompanying 
figure, this index contin-
ues to show gradual im-
provement. As we have 
noted in prior issues of 
the Quarterly Business 
Report, this index has 
always been particularly 
interesting, because it 
appears to closely track 
the overall performance 
of the area economy.
special 
questions
In 2004, an aquatics 
center was included on 
a referendum ballot to 
extend the local sales 
tax. Voters approved the 
use of $10 million, to be 
funded by future sales 
tax receipts, to build an 
aquatics center in the 
St. Cloud area. In 2008, 
a feasibility study was 
commissioned to further 
examine this project. 
Among other things, the 
feasibility study project-
ed the cost of the aquatic 
community center to 
be more than $26 mil-
lion. While this project 
remains on the list of 
area public projects to 
be pursued, a site has yet 
to be determined and ad-
ditional funding sources 
have not yet been identi-
fied. Such a community 
development project 
has potential to affect 
area businesses and may 
make the St. Cloud area 
more attractive to firms 
considering locating in 
Central Minnesota. Of 
course, an aquatic com-
munity center competes 
with other community/
economic development 
initiatives that might be 
pursued. We surveyed 
area businesses on how 
they would prioritize 
the aquatic community 
center as a community/
economic development 
initiative. We asked:
Question 1
in 2009, the city of St. cloud 
commissioned a feasibility 
study for the construction of 
an aquatic community center 
in the St. cloud area. at that 
time, the cost of constructing 
the center was estimated to be 
$26,585,900. Voters have al-
ready approved the use of sales 
tax dollars of $10 million to 
pay for the construction of this 
center. Where additional money 
would come from to pay for this 
facility is unknown at this time. 
considering all of the com-
munity/economic development 
initiatives that might be under-
taken, how does your company 
prioritize the construction of an 
aquatic community center? 
Only one firm (1.3 per-
cent) considers this our 
“highest priority,” and 
only 7.6 percent of firms 
see this as a “high prior-
ity.” While 30 percent 
of firms believe this to 
be a “medium priority,” 
an equal percentage of 
firms consider this a 
“low priority.” Eighteen 
percent of surveyed 
firms think “this should 
not be a priority.” This 
expensive project is well 
worth thoughtful reflec-
tion as area leaders con-
sider the next steps to be 
taken. As always, written 
comments tell an inter-
esting story: 
Written comments include:
• Already have Lake 
George, and if any-
thing else aquatic 
should be built then 
combine it with rede-
velopment of Missis-
sippi River frontage to 
enhance more growth 
opportunities and aes-
thetics of community. 
St. Cloud has access 
to one of the greatest 
natural resources in 
the USA but does noth-
ing to capitalize on it 
for community growth 
or beauty.
• I believe there are 
many other things that 
should be taken care 
of before an aquatic 
center is built. There 
may be a want, but 
let’s work on the need 
things first.
• This is something our 
community needs for 
not only the existing 
population, but to at-
tract people and busi-
nesses. It will also be a 
facility that will bring 
outside dollars to the 
area.
• The proposed center 
would apparently pro-
vide services above 
and beyond what is 
currently available 
in St. Cloud. Question 
competing with exist-
ing facilities.
• Considering we’re 
just now beginning to 
crawl out of the deep-
est hole many of us 
have been in, I don’t 
think that an aquatic 
center would be a wise 
use of public funds.
• It’s time we take care 
of the needs of the 
general public and not 
just special interest 
groups.
• The city should not 
enter into a venture 
that is guaranteed to 
lose half a million a 
year at taxpayer ex-
pense and shut down 
existing fitness cen-
ters that pay taxes to 
the city.
• Our commercial real 
QBr
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5.1 21.5 70.9 65.8 36.9
3.8 67.1 25.3 21.5 11.9
1.3 54.4 41.8 40.5 35.5
1.3 48.1 39.2 37.9 23.7
TABLE 2-FUTURE 
BUSINESS CONDITIONS
Six months from now vs. February 2012 November 2011 
Diusion Index3Decrease (%) No Change (%) Increase (%) Diusion Index3
What is your evaluation of:
Level of  business activity 
for your company
Number of  employees 
on your company’s payroll
Length of  the workweek 
for your employees
Capital expenditures (equipment, 
machinery, structures, etc.) 
by your company
Employee compensation (wages 
and benets) by your company
Prices received for 
your company's products
National business activity
Your company’s diculty 
attracting qualied workers
5.1 48.1 44.3 22.439.2
3.8 67.1 26.6 22.8 21.0
7.6 57.0 29.1 21.5 25.0
1.3 77.2 17.7 16.4 15.8
Source: St. Cloud State University Center for Economic Education, Social Science Research Institute and Department of  Economics
Notes: (1)  Reported numbers are percentages of  businesses surveyed. (2)  Rows may not sum to 100 because of  “not applicable” and omitted responses. (3)  Diusion indexes represent the 
percentage of  respondents indicating an increase minus the percentage indicating a decrease.  A positive diusion index is generally consistent with economic expansion.
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In 2009, the city of St. Cloud 
commissioned a feasibility study for the 
construction of an aquatic community 
center in the St. Cloud area.  At that time, 
the cost of constructing the center was 
estimated to be $26,585,900. Voters have 
already approved the use of sales tax 
dollars of $10 million to pay for the 
construction of this center. Where 
additional money would com  from to pay 
for this facility is unknown at this time. 
Considering all of the 
community/economic development 
in tiatives that might be undertaken, how
does your company prioritize the 
construction of an aquatic community 
center?
This should be our highest
priority
This should be a high priority
This should be a medium
priority
This should be a low priority
This should not be a priority
N/A
Other
1.3%
7.6%
30.4%
30.4%
17.7%
6.3%
6.3%
most economists will 
tell you that there has not 
been a sustained recovery 
in the United States with-
out a boom in housing. yet 
construction employment, 
particularly residential con-
struction, has remained in 
the doldrums throughout 
2011. What building has 
happened, has largely been 
for apartment buildings. 
the median price for homes 
sold in the St. Cloud area 
(according to the St. Cloud 
area Board of Realtors) fell 
6.3 percent in 2011, con-
tinuing a slide that has now 
lasted four years.
and yet there are signs 
the end of the decline 
could be near. Foreclosures 
fell nearly 30 percent to 
1,081 in 2011 from 1,510 
in 2010. as the nearby 
graph shows, the rate of 
foreclosures fell for the first 
time in years (except for 
2009, which may have been 
influenced by federal first-
time homebuyer programs). 
Certainly foreclosure rates 
are still elevated — almost 
three times the level of 
2005 — but this may be a 
hopeful sign that the worst 
is behind us.
one may worry whether 
there is a large amount 
of “shadow inventory” of 
homes held by banks or 
mortgage giants Fannie 
mae and Freddie mac. 
Certainly this could be a 
concern, although it is hard 
to get a firm grasp of that 
number. Fannie mae recent-
ly reported that its national 
holdings of real estate in 
foreclosure fell by more 
than 47,000 homes. of 
that still on its books, much 
of it is in the southeastern 
United States (30 percent 
in Florida alone).
other data also point to 
better days ahead. Inven-
tory of homes on the mar-
ket in St. Cloud fell to 8.6 
months of sales in Decem-
ber 2011 compared with 
10.9 months in December 
2010. this is the best read-
ing in three years, but still 
well above what real estate 
markets would find in good 
times. Unlike in 2009, when 
futures markets foresaw 
lower home prices (lower 
than what actually hap-
pened), the futures markets 
for the S&P/Case-Shiller 
20 metro-area home prices 
index point to rising prices 
in 2012 and 2013 (accord-
ing to Radar logic).
there have been false 
starts in the real estate 
market before in this long 
downturn, and we would be 
foolish to say the end of 
the downturn is absolutely 
here. But in a part of our 
economy that has been 
begging for green shoots, 
we see a few, and none too 
soon.
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estate taxes are too 
high the way it is, and 
if we need to increase 
(taxes), I would rather 
see it go to education.
• Our property taxes 
have soared recently 
with all of the new 
projects the city has 
done in the past few 
years. There is only so 
much an individual or 
a business can toler-
ate before it consumes 
more dollars than 
available. We all want 
the best, but it seems 
the citizens of St. 
Cloud and our elected 
officials want the best 
and they want it now 
without thinking of 
how to pay for it.
• It has become ex-
pensive for schools 
and municipalities 
to operate their own 
swimming pools, so 
a regional aquatics 
center may be the only 
answer.
• We need to address 
the taxation issue for 
our community first.
• Until it is determined 
where the balance 
of funding will come 
from, we should not 
undertake more spend-
ing.
• Growing my busi-
ness happens in part 
by growing our com-
munity. Part of draw-
ing people into our 
community, or keeping 
those that are here, is 
achieved by creating a 
place to live that has a 
value-added environ-
ment. 
• I’m sure we have 
better areas to spend 
money on. Perhaps we 
should pay off other 
debts first before tak-
ing on more.
• Unless this aquatic 
center can be corre-
lated to a substantial 
economic impact, it 
should be canceled. 
• (We are) dedicated 
to improving health. 
This facility could 
positively contribute 
to community health. 
True aquatic centers 
are also venues for 
competitions that 
would bring visitors 
to the community. We 
express no positions 
(on this issue) because 
we have no judgment 
whether these and 
other benefits are suf-
ficient to warrant the 
expenditure. 
• This is absurd in the 
current economy.
• Center should be 
scaled back to work 
with budget con-
straints.
• If this center is also a 
community center for 
families, seniors, et al, 
it would be good.
• It should be a high 
priority only if appro-
priate funding formu-
las can be worked out.
• St. Cloud already has 
too many financial/tax 
obligations.
• I believe there are 
other more pressing 
needs in the St. Cloud 
area.
• This should be a wa-
ter facility and not a 
health club.
• This would be a very 
important asset — to 
people who live here — 
and to attract visitors 
and conventions.
• There are a lot of 
things you could spend 
$16 million on. I do 
think as long as it was 
inside pools that it 
would be good for the 
community.
Assuming an aquat-
ics community center 
is built, we asked area 
business leaders whether 
it is important that it be 
built in the downtown  
St. Cloud area. Economic 
and community devel-
opment officials often 
argue that a vibrant 
downtown is a key de-
terminant of an area’s 
economic health. The 
location of community 
amenities (such as an 
aquatic community cen-
ter) in the downtown 
area can help promote an 
increase in commercial 
activity in the city cen-
ter. With this in mind, we 
asked area businesses 
if they believe it is im-
portant that the aquatic 
community center be 
built in downtown St. 
Cloud. To be clear, we 
did not define for area 
businesses what is meant 
by “downtown St. Cloud.” 
Some would dispute what 
constitutes the bound-
aries of the downtown 
area. With that noted, 
no area firm expressed 
a written comment that 
they did not know what 
was meant by downtown. 
We asked area business 
leaders:
Question 2
assuming an aquatics com-
munity center is built, does your 
company feel it is important 
that it be located in the down-
town St. cloud area?
Sixty-one percent of 
firms think it is not im-
portant that the center 
be built in downtown  
St. Cloud. Only 20 per-
cent of firms think lo-
cating the center in the 
downtown area is impor-
tant. Written comments 
suggest parking prob-
lems are among the most 
important reasons why a 
downtown site might be 
undesirable.  
Written comments include:
• Build as part of 
grander project to 
redevelop the Missis-
sippi River frontage to 
provide a greater at-
traction for public rec-
reation and new busi-
nesses (good example: 
Stillwater).
• It should be built 
where there is easy 
access, free parking, 
and make sure the bus 
stops at its front door.
• See no reason it has 
to be downtown. If that 
is the most efficient 
and economic way to 
get it done, then of 
course.
• Would need to be 
readily accessible to 
those in surrounding 
areas.
• No, as long as it can 
be accessed by the bus 
system.
• There should not be 
a northern location — 
the city is ignoring the 
poorer population in 
the center and south 
part of town and focus-
ing too much on the 
north end.
• Central locale for ev-
eryone to reach.
• It should be built on 
land the city already 
owns.
• Bad location for ac-
cess.
• Downtown land cost 
would be higher.
• Put it somewhere 
easier to access and 
with free parking.
• I think it should be 
located where it is 
most economically fea-
sible.
• We already have a 
parking problem down-
town (i.e.: new conven-
tion center without a 
parking ramp). Why 
would we build another 
pretty building no one 
can park close to?
• It may be better in 
the downtown area, 
but I think by Whitney 
Park would be better.
• We are members of 
the Greater St. Cloud 
Development Corp. 
and agree with its plat-
form to promote a vi-
tal, vibrant downtown. 
This facility would 
advance that cause.
• I think we should 
not get too hung up on 
where it is located pro-
vided it is convenient 
and makes sense.
• This should be a 
family-friendly facil-
ity and should not be 
downtown.
• Should not be built 
— downtown or any 
place.
• Absolutely not. There 
is no parking!!!
• Build it where the 
parking is free and 
more accessible.
• It should be placed 
where the highest con-
centration of children 
are.
• Parking availability 
is so poor downtown.
• Poor access.
• South of Apollo at 
41st, near Crossroads 
(Center), west St. 
Cloud, and sports area.
•Yes … keep the down-
town area alive.
In this quarter’s fi-
nal special question, 
we asked area firms to 
compare their current 
employment level to that 
of 2007 (before the most 
recent local recession). 
Job creation is at the 
top of everyone’s list in 
considering future eco-
nomic goals. Policymak-
ers continue to debate 
public policy initiatives 
that would presumably 
stimulate job growth. 
Underlying much of the 
discussion is the notion 
that cyclical unemploy-
ment remains uncom-
fortably high. With an 
8.3 percent national 
unemployment rate, few 
would argue that the U.S. 
is experiencing a normal 
rate of unemployment. 
While ongoing recovery 
of the U.S. economy will 
certainly contribute to 
improving employment 
conditions, there also 
seems ample evidence 
that many firms have 
made efficiency im-
provements and other 
post-recession structural 
adjustments that make 
them less inclined to ini-
tiate increases in hiring 
in a way that will swiftly 
return the U.S. economy 
to what might be consid-
ered full employment. 
Public policy designed 
to provide stimulus to 
aggregate spending is 
likely to be very ineffec-
tive at influencing hiring 
decisions by firms that 
have undertaken struc-
tural change.
Question 3
Please consider your com-
pany’s total employment in 2007 
(before the most recent local 
recession) compared to your 
current employment. Which of 
the following best represents 
current employment at your 
company compared to prereces-
sion employment?
In January 2007, total 
private employment in 
the St. Cloud area was 
85,612, while January 
2012 private employment 
was 82,752. While this 
gap has fallen in recent 
months (in March 2011, 
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Assuming an aquatic community center 
is built, does your company feel it is 
important that it be in the downtown 
St. Cloud area?
13.9%
60.8%
5.1% 20.3%
*Numbers may not add up 
to 100 due to rounding.
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this jobs gap was nearly 
6,000), this still leaves us 
nearly 2,900 jobs short 
of prerecession levels. 
When will we return to 
the prerecession employ-
ment levels? Is it pos-
sible that we will never 
return to this earlier 
level? While a shrinking 
labor force may make us 
less concerned about re-
turning to 2007 levels of 
employment, public pol-
icy remains focused on 
job creation, presumably 
with the goal of lead-
ing us back to where we 
were before the Great 
Recession. Responses 
of area business lead-
ers suggest that these 
efforts could prove un-
successful. Twenty-nine 
percent of respondents 
indicate it will take sev-
eral years to return to 
employment levels of the 
past. Another 14 percent 
expect to never return to 
2007 employment levels. 
Surely, the federal gov-
ernment cannot continue 
to sustain budget deficits 
in excess of $1 trillion 
each year in an effort to 
stimulate job creation 
when such a large share 
of firms is so hesitant to 
return to past levels of 
employment.
Written responses include:
• Continue to improve 
efficiency and pro-
ductivity of existing 
workforce.
• Until the housing 
demand returns; our 
business will likely not 
return to 2007 levels. 
With the election of 
2006, demand for our 
products began to fall.
• We’ve adapted to the 
situation by offering 
other services that we 
would’ve never tried 
before. Professionally, 
I think the recession 
was a good thing for 
our company. 
• Our company is in-
volved with both new 
and remodel construc-
tion. We do not expect 
to see new construc-
tion to ever reach the 
levels we experienced 
during the prereces-
sion time period. 
• The recession ef-
fects will be hitting us 
hard in 2012. We were 
doing better in 2009-
2011 than we will do in 
2012.
• We have purchased 
newer equipment that 
run more efficiently 
and take fewer em-
ployees to operate.
• We have returned to 
2007 sales with 40 per-
cent less people. We 
are lean and efficient. 
We eliminated poor 
workers and waste. We 
would need to double 
our sales to return 
to 2007 employment 
numbers.
• Our business is 
growing and we expect 
that growth to con-
tinue.
• We are a stronger, 
leaner organization 
now.
• We are trying to hire 
more engineers with-
out much success.
• We increased our 
employment since 
2007 by almost 40 
percent through hard 
work, investment in 
infrastructure and 
equipment. This was 
done without any help 
from a local govern-
ment agency, and in 
fact despite the road-
blocks the agencies 
presented to make it 
happen.
• We have downsized 
since 2007, and are 
continuing to find 
ways to do more with 
fewer staff. We are 
working much more 
efficiently and profit-
ably.
• Our business has 
grown steadily and 
significantly during 
this time period. Our 
top and bottom lines 
have significantly 
grown year over year 
during this time pe-
riod. 
• We have learned how 
to be more efficient 
through technology 
and internal processes 
and have not felt pres-
sure to add additional 
staff.
• State requires (that 
we) maintain staffing 
regardless of economy.
• This will take time. 
We are growing our 
business and employ-
ment levels. Very slow 
and steady!!
• Business has 
changed significantly. 
We are doing more 
with fewer people.
• We have left vacant 
positions open and 
have made capital 
investments to make 
operations more ef-
ficient.
from the 
data, a new 
year and new 
environment
As noted, the latest re-
vised employment data 
for St. Cloud has greatly 
improved the look of 
2011. And yet some fa-
miliar patterns remain. 
The growth in manu-
facturing nationally has 
helped St. Cloud greatly, 
adding 5.1 percent to its 
level from January 2011. 
This is more than twice 
the growth elsewhere in 
Minnesota. Growth was 
strong elsewhere, too, 
with only public-sector 
employment holding 
overall growth to 2.1 
percent. Private sector 
growth in St. Cloud was 
3.4 percent, more than 
double the statewide 
rate.
The unemployment 
rate in St. Cloud in Janu-
ary 2012 was 6.7 percent. 
As shown in Table 4, the 
reason for this was more 
to do with a decline in 
the labor force than in 
employment. Employ-
ment over the 12 months 
to January 2012 fell 259 
workers as estimated by 
the household survey, 
but the labor force fell 
by 1,530 workers. There 
are no data on whether 
these are discouraged 
workers, workers stay-
ing home with children, 
enrolled in college or 
other post-secondary 
training or something 
else. The same pat-
tern has been observed 
nationally. However, 
labor force participation 
seems to be rising in 
Minneapolis-St. Paul.
Other indicators in Ta-
ble 4 tell a mixed story 
of the near-term future. 
On the positive side, ini-
tial claims for unemploy-
ment insurance have sta-
bilized. National initial 
jobless claims have been 
trending down since 
January, so we may see 
further improvement 
in the next quarter. On 
the negative side, both 
building permit valua-
tions and help-wanted 
linage were down from 
year-ago levels. These 
are helping to push the 
St. Cloud Index of Lead-
ing Economic Indicators 
down, though not to the 
extent that we are  
# - The employment numbers here are based on household estimates, not the employer payroll estimate in Table 3.
* - Not seasonally adjusted
**- October 2001=100
NA - Not applicable
MSA = St. Cloud Metropolitan Statistical Area, composed of  Stearns and Benton counties.
TABLE 4 - OTHER ECONOMIC INDICATORS
St. Cloud index of  leading economic indicators
   January (St. Cloud State University)**     
St. Cloud MSA labor force
  January (DEED)
St. Cloud MSA civilian employment #
  January (DEED)
Percent 
change
St. Cloud MSA unemployment rate*
  January (DEED) 
Minnesota unemployment rate*
  January (DEED)
Minneapolis-St. Paul unemployment rate*
  January (DEED)
St. Cloud-area new unemployment insurance claims
   November-January average (DEED)
St. Cloud Times help-wanted ad linage   
   November-January average
St. Cloud MSA residential building permit valuation
   In thousands, November-January average (U.S. Department of  Commerce) 
2012
 108,693
 101,440
6.7%
6.4%
5.9%
1,713
1,551 
1,783.0
99.4
2011
 110,223 
101,699
7.7%
7.5%
6.5%
1,755
2,236
 2,241.3
101.2
-1.4%
-0.3%
N/A
N/A
N/A
-2.4%
-30.6%
-20.4%
-1.7%
Help-wanted advertising in St. Cloud Times
Changes from November 2011
to January 2012
TABLE 5-ELEMENTS OF ST. CLOUD INDEX OF LEI
Contribution to LEI
2.91%
Hours worked -1.31%
New business incorporations 0.27%
New claims for unemployment insurance -1.46%
0.41%Total
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Please consider your company's total 
employment in 2007 (prior to the most 
recent local recession) compared with your 
current employment. Which of the 
following best represents current 
employment at your company compared 
with pre-recession employment?
We are already at or beyond our
employment levels from 2007
We expect to return to
employment levels from 2007
later this year
It will take several years before
our company returns to its 2007
level of employment
We expect to never return to our
2007 level of employment
N/A
Other
1.3%
39.2%
29.1%
11.4%
13.9%
5.1%
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concerned of a recession 
in 2012. We will watch 
this indicator neverthe-
less.  
The leading indicators 
index was mixed in the 
last quarter, with the 
four indicators evenly 
split. Help-wanted ad-
vertising improved at 
year-end 2011 after 
experiencing sharper 
declines in mid-year, and 
business incorporations 
recovered from very low 
levels in the same pe-
riod. It appears that the 
uncertainty that resulted 
from last summer’s gov-
ernment turbulence (in 
St. Paul and Washington) 
may have postponed 
some new business 
formation. Meanwhile, 
hours worked in manu-
facturing in the St. Cloud 
area fell and new claims 
for unemployment in-
surance contributed 
negatively (this measure 
uses experience from 
last summer and not the 
recent, more positive ex-
perience).
That summer turbu-
lence also played into a 
temporary increase in 
the St. Cloud Probability 
of Recession Index. A 
better fall, on the other 
hand, moved the mea-
sure down to 34.4 per-
cent at the end of 2011, 
meaning the odds are 
2-1 against a recession 
in the first half of 2012. 
One encouraging indica-
tor is the Survey of Mid-
American States from 
Creighton University, 
which expects Minneso-
ta manufacturing firms 
to “increase hiring in the 
months ahead” and ex-
pects the pace of hiring 
to be “healthy.”
We see a national 
environment that may 
make significant prog-
ress in employment but 
with some trouble on 
the horizon. The gains 
in productivity that held 
down costs, prices and 
employment in 2010 
and early 2011 appear 
to have ended. Two 
quarters of productivity 
growth under 1 percent 
will mean that further 
expansion of output will 
require more labor and 
capital. Competition for 
those inputs may push 
up costs and prices. Yet 
inflation appears for 
the moment to be under 
control and the cost of 
capital remains very 
cheap for those who can 
borrow at these low in-
terest rates.
More rapid growth out 
of a deep recession was 
present in the revised 
data in 2011, confirming 
what we saw as signifi-
cant business optimism 
in earlier surveys. Not 
every data point is head-
ing higher, but there is 
enough momentum to in-
dicate the local economy 
will continue the growth 
it has experienced in the 
last year. 
Note: Long-term trend growth rate is the compounded average employment growth rate in the specied period.
TABLE 3 -
EMPLOYMENT 
TRENDS
Source: Minnesota Department of  Employment and Economic Development and author calculations.
St. Cloud (Stearns and Benton) 13-county Twin Cities area Minnesota
Total nonagricultural
Total private
Goods producing
Construction/natural resource
Manufacturing
tr tion/natural resources
Service providing
Trade/transportation/utilities
Wholesale trade
Retail trade
Trans./warehouse/utilities
Information
Financial activities
Professional & business service
Education & health
Leisure & hospitality
Other services (excluding govt.)
Government
Federal government
State government
Local government
15-year trend 
rate of 
change
January ’11-
January ’12 rate 
of change
January ’12 
employment 
share
January ’12 
employment 
share
15-year trend 
rate of change
January ’11-
January ’12 rate 
of change
January ’12 
employment 
share
15-year trend 
rate of change
January ’11-
January ’12 rate 
of change
1.2%
1.2%
0.5%
1.8%
0.1%
1.4%
-0.1%
1.3%
-0.9%
2.2%
-1.7%
1.9%
4.7%
3.2%
1.2%
-0.1%
1.0%
1.9%
1.5%
0.6%
2.1%
3.4%
5.6%
7.6%
5.1%
1.3%
3.6%
4.5%
3.0%
4.9%
-0.9%
1.0%
10.4%
1.6%
-1.1%
-0.4%
-4.3%
-0.9%
-5.4%
-4.5%
100.0%
83.9%
19.0%
4.0%
15.0%
81.0%
20.7%
3.9%
13.1%
3.7%
1.6%
4.2%
8.8%
18.1%
8.3%
3.4%
16.1%
2.2%
4.9%
9.0%
0.6%
0.6%
-1.5%
-0.4%
-1.7%
1.0%
-0.3%
-0.1%
-0.2%
-0.6%
-0.8%
1.0%
1.2%
3.4%
1.0%
1.3%
0.3%
-0.6%
0.5%
0.3%
1.1%
1.8%
1.6%
-0.8%
2.3%
1.0%
1.3%
1.3%
1.6%
0.7%
-1.8%
0.5%
5.4%
2.2%
-3.2%
5.3%
-3.5%
-3.0%
-2.0%
-4.2%
100.0%
86.6%
13.1%
2.7%
10.4%
86.9%
18.2%
4.6%
9.9%
3.6%
2.2%
8.1%
15.7%
16.3%
8.4%
4.6%
13.4%
1.2%
3.8%
8.3%
0.6%
0.7%
-1.3%
0.1%
-1.6%
1.0%
-0.1%
0.2%
-0.2%
-0.1%
-0.8%
1.0%
1.4%
3.2%
0.6%
0.7%
0.2%
-0.5%
0.7%
0.2%
1.1%
1.7%
2.6%
4.0%
2.3%
0.9%
1.3%
1.8%
1.7%
-0.4%
-0.6%
0.3%
5.9%
1.9%
-4.3%
2.4%
-1.9%
-3.4%
-1.0%
-2.1%
100.0%
84.6%
14.5%
3.1%
11.4%
85.5%
18.6%
4.7%
10.5%
3.4%
2.0%
6.6%
12.6%
17.8%
8.0%
4.4%
15.4%
1.2%
3.7%
10.5%
PROBABILITY OF RECESSION
Four-six months ahead
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For the second time in 
recent memory, local area 
employment data from the 
minnesota Department of 
Employment and Economic 
Development showed a 
significantly higher growth 
rate after benchmark revi-
sion. as seen in the graph 
nearby, the revision to early 
2011 payroll employment 
in the St. Cloud mSa was 
more than 1000 workers 
higher than previously re-
ported. While some of this 
growth dissipated over the 
rest of the year, the revi-
sions completely change the 
story of 2011 for St. Cloud: 
the growth of employment 
December-to-December was 
+0.89 percent in the revised 
data, versus a decline of 
-0.24 percent in the original 
data reported in January. the 
change is more dramatic for 
private sector employment 
in St. Cloud, from an original 
+0.46 percent growth to a 
+1.87 percent growth in the 
re-benchmarked data re-
leased in march. While pub-
lic sector employment, par-
ticularly for state and local 
government, continued to 
hold back overall economic 
growth, the private sector 
grew at as high a rate as 
had been experienced since 
2006. But most of that 
had been hidden until the 
revision. Conversations with 
analysts at DEED suggest 
that new survey methods for 
service-sector employment 
could be part of the reason 
for these larger revisions.
employment data revisions
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Participating businesses 
can look for the next 
St. Cloud area Busi-
ness outlook Survey in 
may. the next St. Cloud 
area Quarterly Business 
Report will appear in 
the St. Cloud times on 
Sunday, June 17.
